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A ruling from a federal judge on genetically modified organisms (GMO) brought contrasting
interpretations from advocates of preserving Mexico’s native agricultural diversity and from
proponents of planting altered seeds. The decision from Judge Benjamín Soto, who presides over
a federal administrative court (Segundo Tribunal Unitario en Materias Civil y Administrativa),
upholds the right of seed companies to continue planting GMO seeds in experimental plots but
explicitly prohibits the use of modified seeds for commercial purposes. The mixed ruling prompted
the two sides to declare victory.
For opponents of GMO seeds, this ruling is significant because it reverses a decision from another
court (Décimo Segundo de Distrito en Materia Civil), handed down in August 2015, to repeal a twoyear ban on the planting of GMO corn (SourceMex, Aug. 26, 2015). The ban had originally been
imposed in 2013 and upheld by the courts in 2014 (SourceMex, Sept. 3, 2014).
Multinational seed companies have pushed to plant GMO corn in Mexico for at least 10 years with
mixed success. In 2006, then-President Vicente Fox denied requests for Monsanto, Pioneer HiBred International, and Dow AgroSciences to plant test plots with GMO corn in northern Mexico
(SourceMex, Oct. 25, 2006). However, Fox’s successor, ex-President Felipe Calderón, approved
limited cultivation of genetically modified corn three years later (SourceMex, March 25, 2009).
Since then, seed companies have worked to persuade the government to legalize commercial
planting of GMOs. The August 2015 court ruling repealing the commercial ban provided a ray
of hope for the seed companies, but the measure was not fully implemented because of appeals
from various entities, including Colectividad del Maíz, an umbrella organization that represents
environmental groups, indigenous communities and proponents of efforts to preserve Mexico’s
cultural heritage.
The decision by Judge Soto comes on top of a ruling by the Mexican high court (Suprema Corte
de Justicia de la Nación, SCJN) to prohibit the federal government from granting permits to
multinational seed companies to plant genetically modified soy plants in the southern states of
Campeche and Yucatán (SourceMex, Nov. 18, 2015).
“The decision [by Judge Soto] suspends once and for all the planting of GMO corn seeds for
commercial purposes throughout the country,” said René Sánchez Galindo, an attorney for
Colectividad del Maíz.
The biotech seed companies had a different take on Judge Soto’s ruling. “Producers have been
denied the fundamental right of being able to choose among the various alternatives available,” said
Alejandro Monteagudo, director-general of AgroBio México, an umbrella organization for the seed
companies.
Opponents of the altered seeds have long argued that their commercialization could threaten the
integrity of 59 indigenous and native corn varieties in Mexico. The issue has brought together
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a broad coalition that includes more than just environmental and cultural preservation groups.
Among those who have added their voice to the debate are 82 prominent chefs who have formed
the Colectivo Mexicano de Cocina. The Colectivo wrote a letter to the Mexican government in the
wake of the court decision in August 2015 that rescinded the ban on commercialization of GMO
corn. The letter was signed by Enrique Olvera of Restaurante Pujol, Monica Patiño of Delirio, Jair
Tellez of Merotoro, Roberto Solís of Néctar, and dozens more prominent chefs. “The cultivation of
transgenics is an attack on the diversity of our native corns and puts in danger their very existence,”
they wrote.
In an interview with the online food news site Munchies, Olvera said, “There are people who say
we’re just cooks, and we shouldn’t get involved in these kinds of things. But as part of the food
chain, we have a right to say what kind of food we want to eat and to serve. And as chefs, we have
a kind of influence. We haven’t asked for it, but we can use it to protect the foods that matter to
Mexico.”

Ruling upholds test plots
While Judge Soto’s decision bans the commercial planting of GMO corn, the ruling also upholds the
right of biotech companies to maintain experimental plots in Mexico for research purposes.
“The allowance for GMOs in a pilot or experimental program does not represent a threat for
biological diversity or for human health,” Judge Soto said in his ruling, noting that experimental
plots are limited in size and can be controlled.
In a prepared statement, AgroBio México responded that Judge Soto’s decision allows
the “continuation of public and private scientific research, as well as the development of
biotechnological products that will benefit the Mexican people (…) We will continue doing
everything necessary to bring this technology, as fast as we can, to the hands of the producers who
demand it.”
Rodrigo Ojeda, Monsanto’s legal director in Mexico, called the decision “a step forward” in an
interview with news anchor Carmen Aristegui on the television news channel CNN México. “It has
opened the door for the possibility to plant genetically modified seeds on an experimental basis and
as part of pilot projects.”
Other Monsanto executives weighed in on the decision. “It’s incredible that we are not giving [small
farmers] the option to cross the poverty line,” said Manuel Bravo, chief executive for Monsanto in
northern Latin America.
The seed companies do not consider Judge Soto’s ruling as the last word on the matter, because
there is one more legal appeal available. “We will continue doing everything necessary to bring this
technology, as fast as we can, to the hands of the producers who demand it,” AgroBio said.
But even the Colectividad del Maíz found something to praise in the decision to allow seed
companies to continue test plots. According to lawyer Sánchez Galindo, Judge Soto imposed a
set of conditions on the planting of the test plots that allows the Colectividad del Maíz to file legal
complaints if the conditions are violated. These conditions are intended to keep GMO corn from
spreading beyond the site.
“The ruling allows the judge to revoke any permits or halt any new permits at our request following
a process of evaluation,” Sánchez Galindo told Aristegui on CNN México. “We not only celebrate
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the prohibition on commercial planting of GMO seeds, but we also celebrate the conditions that the
ruling imposed on the planting of experimental plots.”
Monsanto representatives said they plan to ask for an open dialogue with members of the
Colectividad del Maíz to discuss their concerns and try to come up with a solution that satisfies both
parties.
“I very much respect the opinion of the leaders of Colectividad del Maíz, and I am sensitive to their
concerns,” Monsanto’s Bravo said in a note published in the blog Ecoosfera. “But I believe the best
way to solve our problems is not through public statements, but through a conversation on the
significance of new technologies for agricultural producers and society (…) We have to consider the
risks and determine how we can confront them together.”
Monsanto officials say modified seeds will eventually be allowed in Mexico, particularly if the
government is able to push through a national development plan that seeks to use research and
technological innovations in the agricultural sector to boost productivity and competitiveness.
Proponents of GMO corn used statistics to make their case. For example, they said, the prohibition
on altered corn has kept about 100,000 hectares from being planted with corn. Furthermore, they
note, Mexico has a shortage of corn, particularly for feed uses, which has forced the importation
of about 10 million tons of yellow varieties per year. Additionally, they said, GMO corn is already
allowed in 28 countries around the world.
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